Clinical and methodological utility of a composite outcome measure for alcohol treatment research.
How to capture different response patterns resulting from alcohol treatment has been a troublesome issue for alcohol researchers. A composite measure is one approach to capturing multiple treatment outcomes among diverse client populations. This article provides the rationale, development, and work conducted thus far on the composite outcome index and discusses the clinical utility of the measure. With the use of Project MATCH data, the composite outcome measure was examined in relation to self-reported alcohol consumption and alcohol problems and biological markers as well as in relation to other areas of functioning, such as psychiatric dysfunction and quality of life. Also, for assessing the stability of the measure, different composite outcomes statuses were assessed over time. Individuals with better scores on composite outcome index had fewer percent days abstinent, consumed more alcohol when they drank, had a greater number of alcohol problems, and evidenced higher blood levels as measured by gamma-glutamyltranspeptidase and carbohydrate-deficient transferrin. Individuals with poorer composite outcome statuses had poorer social and behavioral role functioning and mental and physical health-related quality of life. Findings on short- and long-term composite outcome statuses revealed that only a minority of clients (30%) sustained a remitted status (i.e., abstinent or moderate drinking without problems) over the 1-year follow-up, and fully 70% of the clients had reached a nonremitted status (i.e., heavy drinking and/or problems) on the composite measure at one or more time points during the 12-month follow-up. The composite outcome index could be used usefully along with singular measures of consumption to obtain a more complete picture of what has occurred among clients posttreatment. Future work will involve the testing of the composite outcome index with other client populations and/or different treatments to further our understanding of the varying response patterns found among alcohol-dependent clients.